Abstract: This study investigates whether conference calls accompanying M&A announcements in Europe provide valuable information for capital market participants and hence induce an abnormal stock price revaluation on the bidder's equity. Based on handpicked data for transactions between 2008 and 2012 we focus on the five most acquisitive country markets in Europe. Overall, our results show that bidders are more likely to conduct conference calls with increasing transaction value, for transactions with public targets and non-diversifying transactions. Further, the decision for voluntary disclosure is positively influenced by increased bidder size and the comparably weaker governance systems for German and Swiss firms. After controlling for self-selection bias and other determinants of stock returns around mergers and acquisitions (M&A) announcement, evidence is in strong support that firms with merger-related conference calls yield a higher abnormal return than firms merely publishing a press release. However, significant favourable investor reaction is only present in the UK and French subsamples and in the subsamples of industries with a focus on research and development (R&D).
Introduction
In recent years, conference calls emerged to a standard medium of voluntary disclosure (Bushee et al. 2003) . They are mostly utilized in concordance with earnings announcements to provide detailed and additional information over the respective press release (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999; Matsumoto et al. 2011; Bassemir et al. 2013; Mayew et al. 2013; Green et al. 2014a; Cicon 2017) . Confronted by the adverse selection and undervaluation problem arising from perceived information asymmetry, the management can try to enhance the investors' understanding of the firm's current situation and future perspectives through voluntary disclosure and thereby signal value creation (Lev and Penman 1990; Verrecchia 2001; Healy and Palepu 2001) .
Conference calls, like web casts, distinguish themselves from other communication channels through the interactive nature of the disclosure process and the accessibility to a large group of market participants. The interaction between the management and the audience is thought to facilitate a customized information transfer adapted to the informational demand of capital market participants (Mayew and Venkatachalam 2012) . Through the revelation of an incrementally higher informational content above the respective press release in combination with broad information dissemination through large-scale telephone conferences, conference calls are assumed to contribute to the reduction of information asymmetry (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999; Matsumoto et al. 2011 ).
The quality and quantity of the content disclosed in conference calls and the capital market reactions thereon have been extensively investigated for earnings calls (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999; Bushee et al. 2003; Barker et al. 2012; Chung et al. 2012; Green et al. 2014b; Cicon 2017) . Consistent with the market responses to voluntary disclosure in general, most studies associate conference calls with improvement in analyst forecast accuracy and precision (Bowen et al. 2002) , decreased analyst underreaction, timelier analyst response (Kimbrough 2005 ) and higher abnormal returns (Matsumoto et al. 2011) . Consequently, conference calls are informative to the capital market. However, most research rather focuses on routinely conference calls accompanying earnings releases particularly in the United States (US), whereas conference calls and more generally voluntary disclosure in non-routine situations or outside the US or both are rarely examined and still offer rather mixed results.
Our study aims at filling this gap and obtaining knowledge about whether merger-related conference calls in the most active European M&A markets (United Kingdom (UK), France, Germany, Switzerland, and Spain) transmit additional information over the respective press release and thereby induce stock market revaluation. Furthermore, with the background of diverging governance systems within Europe we investigate whether cross-national and cross-industry differences can be observed with regard to disclosure practices and stock market responses. Consequently, we adopt the argument of another strand of disclosure research which finds that differences in legal, institutional environment, accounting practices and culture lead to country-specific disclosure patterns (Bailey et al. 2006; Ball et al. 2000) . Methodologically, our study follows Kimbrough and Louis (2011) The remainder of this study is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews the existing literature on voluntary disclosure and conference calls, particularly around M&A announcements in the context of institutional, regulatory and cultural determinants of country-specific disclosure environment. Section 3 describes the sample selection process and presents the descriptive statistics for the full sample and the country subsamples. Thereafter, a probit-model and the event study methodologies are explained. Results are presented in Section 4. Section 5 concludes and provides recommendations.
Literature Review

Conference Calls around Mergers and Acquisitions
The increasing importance of conference calls as voluntary disclosure medium has induced a growing body of disclosure research to detect the incentives and capital market consequences of conference calls (Bushee et al. 2003; Bassemir et al. 2013) .
In general, voluntary disclosure offers additional means of investor communication besides mandated disclosure. Mandatory disclosure typically relates to historical financial data, while voluntary disclosure often includes forward-looking details (Healy and Palepu 2001) . In the setting of inefficient markets with costly information (Grossman and Stiglitz 1980) , the demand for voluntary disclosure arises from information asymmetry which induces agency problems (Myers and Majluf 1984) and risk of trading against better informed investors on the part of the investors (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991; Easley and O'Hara 2004) , and risk of adverse selection and undervaluation on the part of the management (Akerlof 1970; Verrecchia 2001) .
Voluntary disclosure is hypothesized to reduce information asymmetry through revealing private information and thereby reducing private information search incentives (Healy and Palepu 2001; Easley and O'Hara 2004; Barker et al. 2012; Chung et al. 2012; Green et al. 2014b) . Under the assumption that the management's objective is to maximize the firm's value, the management provides voluntary disclosure when the perceived risk of undervaluation outweighs the management's natural aversion to disclosure attributable to proprietary costs, information dissemination costs, litigation risk and loss of reputation (Verrecchia 1983; Myers and Majluf 1984; Healy and Palepu 2001) . Evidence suggests that the management's involvement in voluntary disclosure is further encouraged by expected capital market benefits related to stock performance (Healy et al. 1999; Lang and Lundholm 2000) , liquidity (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991; Healy et al. 1999) , analyst coverage (Lang and Lundholm 1996; Healy et al. 1999) , institutional ownership (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991) and most prominently, cost of capital (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991; Botosan 1997; Easley and O'Hara 2004; Leone et al. 2007 ). However, voluntary disclosure does not imply uniformly positive capital market response. Unfavourable news and low source credibility induce strong negative market reactions (Skinner 1994; Hutton et al. 2003; Kothari et al. 2009 ), leading in incentives for the management to optimistically skew their disclosures and reports according to Kothari et al. (2009) .
Conference calls are conducted via large-scale telephone conference calls and comprise a presentation by the management and a Q&A session thereafter. In comparison to other standard voluntary disclosure media such as management forecasts, analysts' presentations and press releases, conference calls distinguish themselves by a unique combination of interactivity, verbal transmission, lower legal restrictions and the capacity to accommodate a large number of participants (Tasker 1998) . For the management, conference calls offer a platform of corporate communication which allows to flexibly adjust the disclosure level according to the demand of the audience (Frankel et al. 1999; Matsumoto et al. 2011) , to support the messages with linguistic items (Crawford Camiciottoli 2011), to speak informally and candidly to the audience (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999) and to reach a vast number of market participants in a timely manner, thereby mitigating selective disclosure problems and reducing information dissemination costs (Frankel et al. 1999; Bowen et al. 2002) . For investors and analysts, the Q&A session enables them to elicit additional and detailed information via follow-questions (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999) or from verbal cues (Mayew and Venkatachalam 2012) . The uncovering of information may be exercised to the extent to which the disclosure of information is not entirely voluntary when the audience persists on the disclosure of information that the management is reluctant or unable to provide. The management is left in a disclosure dilemma in view of the negative impression of silence, prompting the investors to discount the firm's value consistent with the level of disclosure (Dye 1985; Jung and Kwon 1988; Verrecchia 1990) .
The informational content of conference calls and their contribution to the reduction of information asymmetry is controversially debated in view of limited accessibility for individual investors and other stakeholders (Tasker 1998; Bushee et al. 2003; Davis et al. 2012; Mayew et al. 2013) , discrimination among investment professionals (Mayew 2008) and deliberate withholding of information during the call (Hollander et al. 2010; Cicon 2017) . However, numerous studies support the notion that conference calls transmit additional material information to a wider audience, thereby contributing to the reduction of information asymmetry. Whereas Brown et al. (2004) use a direct proxy of information asymmetry to manifest its negative relation to conference calls, other studies establish their conclusions on heightened levels of absolute return volatility and trading volume (Frankel et al. 1999) , larger abnormal returns (Matsumoto et al. 2011; Barker et al. 2012) , improvement in analyst forecast accuracy and precision (Bowen et al. 2002) , and reduction in the post-earnings-announcement drift as well as in the initial analyst underreaction (Kimbrough 2005) .
Conference calls are primarily held in conjunction with quarterly earnings releases, which consequently have been the major object of interest (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999; Kimbrough 2005) . Although the incentives of conference calls, and more generally voluntary disclosure, are assumed to be particularly pronounced for anticipated capital market transactions because of the positive relation between voluntary disclosure and cost of capital (Healy and Palepu 2001; Suijs 2007) , only few studies investigate voluntary disclosure around capital market transactions such as equity offerings (Lang and Lundholm 2000; Leone et al. 2007 ) and M&A (Kimbrough and Louis 2011) .
M&A transactions are unique events with a particularly high degree of information asymmetry to which the management may face the need to adjust their disclosure policy. In times of fundamental transitions, firms are confronted by serious investor scepticism due to high financial risk and potential compromise of the firm's identity, further intensified by complexity and low transparency of the deal structure. Hence, the demand for material information and forward-looking details is likely to be especially high (Heldenbergh et al. 2006; Dutordoir et al. 2014) .
As the investors' perception plays a pivotal role in the deal completion through the direct impact on the bidder's share price during the bid phase, prior research suggests an increase in the incentives of using voluntary disclosure to convince the investors of the transaction rationales (Suijs 2007; Kimbrough and Louis 2011; Fraunhoffer and Schiereck 2012) . Brennan (2000) reports an elevated level of forecast disclosure around M&A resulting in industry-specific effects, whereas Amel-Zadeh et al. (2013) document the effectiveness of voluntary disclosure by shorter closing time and improved completion likelihood. Dutordoir et al. (2014) and Fraunhoffer and Schiereck (2012) document positive investor responses on synergy announcements. Kimbrough and Louis (2011) provide similar evidence for conference calls around initial M&A announcements. Consistent with the signalling hypothesis, empirical evidence is in favour of a bias towards positive forecasts related to the deal (Brennan 2000; Amel-Zadeh et al. 2013 ) and upward earnings management in the pre-merger period (Erickson and Wang 1999) . Transactions supported by voluntary disclosure incline to be more complex, of high economic significance, and to involve stock payments (Kimbrough and Louis 2011; Dutordoir et al. 2014) . These findings are consistent with results from Suijs (2007) . They are suggesting that transactions, which require a greater level of disclosure, tend to be less favourable.
Firm-Specific and Country-Specific Determinants of Disclosure Environment
Disclosure decisions and the corresponding market reaction exhibit large variations across firms leading to subsequent research of determinants of disclosure patterns. With regard to firm characteristics, prior research associates firms exercising forthcoming disclosure policies with larger size (Lang and Lundholm 1993; Frankel et al. 1999) , greater analysts following (Frankel et al. 1999) , public status (Healy et al. 1999 ) and rapid growth (Frankel et al. 1999) . Firms in traditional industries such as oil, gas or financials are found to be less likely to conduct conference calls contrary to R&D intensive industries such as pharmaceuticals, information technology, communication and electronics (Botosan 1997; Frankel et al. 1999; Vanstraelen et al. 2003) .
With regard to the accessibility of conference calls, Bushee et al. (2003) show that closed conference calls are more likely to be held by firms with higher intangible assets, complex financial information and low financial statement informativeness as these circumstances are more prone to misinterpretation by unsophisticated investors. Open conference calls are rather conducted by firms facing greater information asymmetry, typically in high-tech industries with lower analyst following, lower institutional ownership, dispersed investor base, and greater revenue volatility. Although disclosure policy is often regarded as an "exclusively firm-specific phenomenon" (Archambault and Archambault 2003, p. 174) , a growing body of international research documents national patterns of disclosure which is determined by legal and institutional factors (Ball et al. 2000; Conover et al. 2008 ) and cultural background (Gray 1988; Hope 2003) , and remain persistent despite regulatory convergences such as the International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) (Kvaal and Nobes 2010) .
Starting with La Porta et al. (1998) a widely investigated field is concerned with the relation between legal origin and disclosure practices based on the distinction between common-law and code-law countries. Overall, the research hypothesizes that firms in common-law countries, being imposed stringent disclosure requirements and experiencing higher pressure from the investors, exercise timelier and more forthcoming disclosure policies than in code-law countries. Higher level of disclosure in common-law countries-most exemplary, the UK and the US-is in part explainable by the prevalent shareholder-orientation, and higher levels of legal investor protection (Leuz et al. 2003) , dispersion of ownership structure (Eng and Mak 2003) and takeover market activity (Santema et al. 2005) . In contrast, code-law countries are typically associated with higher stakeholder-orientation, weaker legal investor protection, higher ownership concentration and lower takeover market activity with the exception of France being the second largest market after the UK in Europe. Exemplary evidences of shareholder-oriented disclosure practices in common-law countries are documented by Ball et al. (2000) for selected groups of common-law countries (Australia, Canada, UK, US) and code-law countries (France, Germany, Japan), and by Conover et al. (2008) for a larger sample of 22 countries across the world including the US, the UK, Germany, Switzerland, France and Spain, in order of descending disclosure quality.
Cultural dimensions of a disclosure decision environment are rather less researched as routinely mandatory disclosure is considered to be determined by the countries legal and institutional factors. However, cultural factors reveal an important role in explaining further variations of disclosure practices within similar legal and institutional environment (Hope 2003) . A growing body of international disclosure literature sheds light on the cultural differences and their implications on disclosure practices based on the four work-related dimensions of national cultures by Hofstede (1980 Hofstede ( , 2001 : power distance, uncertainty avoidance, collectivism and femininity. In particular, the disclosure level is found to be negatively affected by uncertainty avoidance (Gray and Vint 1995; Hope 2003) due to the secretiveness of the management (Gray 1988) , and positively influenced by individualism due to higher competitiveness (Jaggi and Low 2000) . Bridging the gap between economic, institutional, legal and cultural factors, Santema et al. (2005) offer a comprehensive survey of the UK, German and French disclosure environment. The results indicate that UK firms with high shareholder-orientation, low level of uncertainty avoidance and high level of individualism disclose most, whereas French firms with lower shareholder-orientation, high uncertainty avoidance and intermediate individualism display the lowest disclosure level.
Sample Selection and Descriptive Statistics
The following analysis is based on a sample of M&A transactions obtained from Thomson One Banker SDC database according to the following requirements: The bidder is a publicly quoted company-based in Europe excluding the Russian Federation and Turkey. We moreover include transactions with a deal value of more than USD 1 million (m) announced between 1 January 2008 and 30 June 2012. 6568 transactions were selected according to these criteria with an aggregate transaction value of USD 1887 billion (bn). Conference call data was also obtained from Thomson One Banker SDC database, section Company Views-News & Corporate Events. To ensure an efficient screening process and a clean data base, the regional focus has been limited to the top five acquirer nations in terms of transaction value: the UK, Switzerland, France, Germany and Spain. These countries represent 76% of the aggregate transaction value during the observation period.
From the sample of 6568 announced transactions, 3652 transactions remained after narrowing down to the top five acquirer nations. Further, entries lacking Datastream Codes, with non-retrievable stock return data and duplicate entries were excluded, whereas multiple transactions per day and company were consolidated. Self-tenders and other transactions with non-distinguishable acquirer and target, as well as entries with missing key accounting and financial data were also excluded. At last, non-discrete variables are winsorized at the 1%-and 99%-level to prevent possible outliers following the typical handling of voluntary disclosures in general (Conn et al. 2005; Matsumoto et al. 2011; Dutordoir et al. 2014) . Thereafter, 2622 remaining transaction announcements were screened for supplementary conference calls. 243 merger-related conference call events were hand-collected implicitly assuming that there have been no others additional but not shown on the Thomson page. 216 conference calls were identified of being held on the same day or the next business day after the merger announcement. The rational to restrict to a relatively narrow event window follows the argument by Kimbrough and Louis (2011) that once the market perception on the merger is established, the market's response will hardly be influenced through voluntary disclosure. The intuition is that management will rather provide material information within a short period after the announcement to yield a positive investor reaction.
As the market response observed on the day of the conference call is presumably influenced by both the respective merger announcement and the conference call, the effect of the latter will be isolated by comparing the abnormal return of the conference calls sample to a control sample which encompasses all other merger announcements not supplemented by a conference call. The filtering process is summarized in Table 1 . In Table 2 , descriptive statistics regarding acquirer origin, industry, announcement year and deal characteristics are presented for the full sample, the conference call subsample (Event Sample) and the non-conference call subsample (Control Sample). Overall, supplementing conference calls are held for 8.6% of the full sample. 1 In absolute values (Obs.), the UK displays the highest disclosure frequency of 93 conference calls in strong contrast to Spain, where only 14 conference calls have occurred. France, Germany, and Switzerland take an intermediate stance with about 35 conference calls each. Industry subsamples exhibit a more evenly distribution of conference calls with six industries associated with more than 20 conference calls and other six industries with less than 20 conference calls. The most active industry, being the healthcare sector, accounts for 33 conference calls. The analysis of relative conference call activities offers a more in-depth view. While acquirers from the UK are substantially less represented in the conference call sample (5.8%), acquirers from France (11.0%), Germany (14.2%), and Switzerland (21.8%) have a higher portion in the conference call sample than non-conference call sample. Furthermore, acquirers from energy (13.6%) and healthcare sectors (17.6%) are more heavily represented in the event sample. On the contrary, the sectors consumer products and services (5.0%), and media and entertainment (5.0%), appear to conduct conference calls less frequently.
With regard to the deal characteristics, some statistically significant differences are present between the event sample and the control sample. Overall, transactions accompanied by conference calls display substantially higher transaction values similar to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) , suggesting that bidders engaging in conference calls seek for more economically important deals. Also consistent with Kimbrough and Louis (2011) , the conference call sample contains more public or foreign targets. However, transactions with conference calls appear to involve more all-cash deals and consolidating transactions which is in contrast to the observations by Kimbrough and Louis (2011) . Bidder companies engaging in conference calls exhibit a substantially higher market value and lower book-to-market 1 Kimbrough and Louis (2011) report a conference call frequency of 62% of their sample transactions in the US, which seemingly far exceeds our result. However, differences in sampling procedures inhibit drawing unequivocal inferences from a simple comparison of the results. To some extent, the discrepancy of conference call frequencies may be attributable to the reportedly higher commitment of US firms to disclosure following Frost and Pownall (1994) and Huijgen and Lubberink (2005) . But of course there could be other reasons like a higher ratio of cross-border acquisitions in Europe depending on the smaller domestic markets. ratio in conjunction with prior research (Lang and Lundholm 1993; Frankel et al. 1999; Kimbrough and Louis 2011) . . VARIABLE = 1 if acquirer industry is respective industry, and 0 otherwise; Announcement Year: VARIABLE = 1 if transaction was announced in the respective year, and 0 otherwise; Transaction Characteristics: CC = 1 when merger announcement is accompanied by a conference call, and 0 otherwise, TV = Transaction value (expressed in USD bn), DEALRATIO = Ratio of the total transaction value to the acquirer's pre-announcement market value as of four weeks prior to the transaction announcement, PRIV = 1 when the target firm is a private company, and 0 otherwise, CASH = 1 for all-cash consideration, and 0 otherwise, FOREIGN = 1 when the target firm is a foreign company, and 0 otherwise, INDR = 1 when acquirer and target firm have the same industry specification, AMKTCAP = Acquirer's market value of equity four weeks prior to the transaction announcement (expressed in USD bn), ABM = Acquirer's book-to-market ratio computed as book value last 12 months over acquirer's market value of equity four weeks prior to the transaction announcement, AEqMultiplier = Leverage ratio of the acquirer's total asset to the acquirer's pre-announcement market value as of four weeks prior to the transaction announcement.
Methodology
We apply a probit model similar to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) to explain which factors determine the management's decision to conduct conference calls. Therefore, the full sample of 2518 observations is employed. The probit model includes deal characteristics, acquirer financial status, selected industry membership and country fixed effects. Additionally, the model allows controlling for the influence of economic crisis by clustering to crisis and non-crisis periods. The likelihood of conference calls is estimated for the full sample as a whole and subsample specific by bidder countries using the following equation: 
with: CC = 1 when merger announcement is accompanied by a conference call on the day of the announcement or the day after, and 0 otherwise; TV = Transaction value (expressed in USD bn); DEALRATIO = Ratio of the total transaction value to the acquirer's pre-announcement market value as of four weeks prior to the transaction announcement; PUBLIC = 1 when the target firm is a public company, and 0 otherwise; CASH = 1 for all-cash consideration, and 0 otherwise; FOREIGN = 1 when the target firm is a foreign company, and 0 otherwise; INDR = 1 when acquirer and target firm have the same industry specification; LNAMKTCAP = Log of the acquirer's market value of equity four weeks prior to the transaction announcement (expressed in USD bn); ABM = Acquirer's book-to-market ratio computed as book value last 12 months divided by acquirer's market value of equity four weeks prior to the transaction announcement; AEqMultiplier = Leverage ratio of the acquirer's total asset to the acquirer's pre-announcement market value as of four weeks prior to the transaction announcement; CRISIS = 1 when the announcement year is 2008, 2009 or 2010, and 0 otherwise. FINANCE = 1 when the acquirer is a financial firm, and 0 otherwise; HEALTH = 1 when the acquirer is a healthcare firm, and 0 otherwise; HT = 1 when the acquirer is a high technology firm, and 0 otherwise.
Following Kimbrough and Louis (2011) , the model controls for deal characteristics which may influence the intensity of the demand for additional disclosure. While transaction value (TV) and deal ratio (DEALRATIO) indicate the economic importance, other characteristics such as the public status (PUBLIC), target nationality (FOREIGN), and industry relatedness (INDR) are included as determinants for the level of information asymmetry inherent in the deal environment. Public companies and non-diversifying targets supposedly exhibit a lower degree of information opaqueness opposite to foreign targets. Further, the method of payment (CASH) is considered based on the notion of Kimbrough and Louis (2011) that cash considerations induce lower informational needs than stock considerations due to the simpler transaction structure. Additionally, several metrics of the acquirer's financial status such as market capitalization (LNAMKTCAP) and book-to-market-ratio (ABM) are included to control for general disclosure patterns according to previous research which documents that larger companies and companies with lower book-to-market-ratios are more likely to engage in voluntary disclosure, in particular, conference calls (Lang and Lundholm 1993; Frankel et al. 1999) .
A measure for the firm's leverage (AEqMultiplier) is taken into account following the evidences of Zarzeski (1996) and Hope (2003) that financial leverage is negatively related to disclosure as debtors are more likely to have direct access to information and do not require a high level of public disclosure. Leverage is measured by total assets over market capitalization of the acquirer. To capture the potential impact of the global financial crisis and the Eurozone crisis at their climax, the variable CRISIS clusters 2008, 2009 and 2010 to a period of economic crisis. With regard to the acquirer industry, the sectors healthcare (HEALTH), financials (FINANCE) and high technology (HT) are chosen due to their highly contrasting profiles similar to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) . While the financial sector is representative for traditional sectors with a typically higher degree of information transparency, healthcare companies and high technology companies are exemplary for sectors with higher cost of proprietary costs and thus, lower disclosure incentives. The healthcare and high technology sector insofar contrast each other as the former appears to exercise a more forthcoming disclosure policy according to Botosan (1997) . Further, dummy-variables are used for countries to capture the country-specific likelihood of conference calls. The UK serves as base country, hence a positive coefficient of a country indicates that the acquirer firm-based in that respective country is more likely to conduct conference calls than UK firms.
We apply an event study framework to assess the impact of merger-related conference calls on the firm's value. The impact is proxied by abnormal returns which are computed as the deviation between the actual returns and the market's prior expectations according to MacKinlay (1997) and Kothari and Warner (2008) . Our event study takes an estimation window of 200 days before the event ranging from day −230 to day −31 and an event window from day −10 to day +10 relative to the event date (t = 0). The event date is defined as the date of conference call for the event sample and the date of M&A announcement for the control sample. Following MacKinlay (1997), a market model is applied to estimate the expected returns based on Standard and Poor's (S&P) Europe 350 as the benchmark index which includes all five stock markets under consideration. Further, country-specific indices FTSE100, CAC40, DAX30, SMI20 and IBEX35 are employed for sensitivity checks while using heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors (Huber 1967; White 1980) . These abnormal returns are accumulated over different time periods (i.e., cumulated abnormal return (CAR)) and then averaged over all firms (i.e., cumulated average abnormal return (CAAR)).
Both univariate tests and multivariate tests are used to isolate stock market reaction attributable to conference calls. Similar to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) only the time periods subsequent to the conference calls are utilized as for the multivariate tests, because conference calls are hypothesized to induce unexpected stock price reactions through the quantity and quality of information transmitted (Tasker 1998; Frankel et al. 1999) . Unlike M&A announcements, these factors cannot be anticipated, hence, no abnormal returns prior to the conference calls are expected. For the multivariate regression on country-and industry-level we decided to impose a minimum threshold of at least 20 conference calls for the country and industry subsamples following Jaggi and Low (2000) in order to avoid a skewed representation of countries and industries. Consequently, the Spanish subsample and the industry subsamples of consumer products and services, media and entertainment, real estate, retail, consumer staples, and telecommunications are dropped in the country-level and industry-level analyses. For all other analyses, these subsamples remain included in the full sample. Table 2 for the definition of variables.
Empirical Results
Determinants of Conference Calls
Overall, conference calls are more likely for transactions with higher transaction value and for transactions involving public targets (both statistically significant at the 1% level). However, contradicting results are obtained for industry consolidations, which in this study positively influence the likelihood of conference calls. A possible explanation is that the management uses conference calls more often to emphasize the synergies being one of the most valued merits in an intra-industry consolidation. The results further confirm the findings by Lang and Lundholm (1993) and Frankel et al. (1999) that the likelihood of conference calls increases with company size measured by market capitalization of the acquirer, and decreases with book-to-market-ratio. The evidences are strongly in support that economic crisis lessens the likelihood of conference calls. Furthermore, acquirers in the healthcare sector appear to be keener to conference calls consistent with Botosan (1997) , and firms from Germany or Switzerland are more likely to conduct conference calls than UK firms as the coefficients are significantly positive for these two countries. In view of the national patterns of disclosure, the results are unexpected as common-law countries, represented by the UK in this study, are evidenced to provide a higher level of disclosure (Ball et al. 2000; Conover et al. 2008) . Given the lower takeover market activity (La Porta et al. 1998; Santema et al. 2005) and an intrinsically higher degree of information asymmetry of code-law countries (La Porta et al. 1998) , the result appears less surprising based on the assumption that the investors' demand for disclosure may be particularly high around such strategic moves when the level of informedness is generally lower in these markets. Conversely, the investors' demand for disclosure may be lower in the UK and France due to the higher takeover market activity, and higher disclosure requirements on the part of the UK. The intuition here is that the intrinsic information asymmetry in the UK and France is lower because the amount of private information revealed to the market rises with the number of transactions (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991; Santema et al. 2005) . On the part of the management, the incentives for providing additional information may be even higher in code-law countries, like Germany, in the light of stricter judicial systems as observed by La Porta et al. (1998) .
Country-level estimates exhibit varying patterns of conference call determinants although the overall inferences are mostly confirmed. However, the inferences need to be interpreted with caution as the sample size of the country subsamples differs substantially and neither mean nor median differences are tested between the subsamples. In all countries, the results are supportive of the economic importance to drive the likelihood of conference calls. Transaction value appears to be a key determinant of the disclosure decision, whereas the influence of deal ratio is particularly pronounced for Swiss bidders. The involvement of public targets has a significantly positive influence on the conference call likelihood, particularly in the UK and Switzerland. In contrast to the inferences from the overall sample, foreign status of the target has a significant, albeit mixed effect on the disclosure decision. Cross-border acquisitions positively influence the UK and the French acquirers' decision to hold conference calls contrary to German acquirers, for whom foreign targets have a strongly negative effect on the likelihood of conference calls. Industry consolidation inclines to a positive effect on the disclosure choice across all countries, mostly pronounced in the UK and Germany. As for the financial status of the acquirer, a positive relation between the market capitalization and the conference call likelihood is affirmed for the UK, France and Germany, whereas the negative influence of the leverage is valid for France and Switzerland. The impact of economic crisis appears to be strongest in the UK, France and Spain. The membership to a certain industry sector does not induce a uniform effect on the likelihood of conference calls across countries. While industry effects are not at all present in the UK and Switzerland, French firms appear to be strongly influenced by industry membership. In conclusion, the most important implications of the country-wise probit estimation is that the economic importance of the transaction and the acquirer's size have a uniformly positive influence on the likelihood of conference calls sustained across all countries. Table 4 reports the results of the comparison of the CAAR based on S&P Europe 350. The event sample and the control sample both exhibit significant positive CAAR around M&A announcements both in terms of mean and median. The findings indicate that the abnormal returns for the event sample are rather concentrated within a short period around the event and thereafter. Whereas the control subsample demonstrates strong significant pre-announcement abnormal returns over all event windows, such evidences are not observable for the event sample until −2 days relative to the event. Contrary to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) who find a significantly lower average CAR for conference calls compared to non-conference call announcements in terms of mean and median values, the average CAR of the present event sample inclines to be higher than the control sample, although no statistically significant differences are present. The test on median differences, however, establishes a strongly favourable investor reaction to the conference calls sample. Most notably, significant differences in the CAR are present over the event windows up to +7 days and ±4 days relative to the event date. The inconsistency in the outcomes are not surprising given the substantial differences in the sample size and the generalizing nature of univariate tests leading to limited interpretability.
Event Study
Full Sample Analysis
Next, multivariate tests are performed for several event periods control for other determinants of the market reaction using the following model:
The variable CC serves to reflect the impact of conference calls on the investor reaction. Transaction value (TV) and the ratio of the transaction value to the acquirer's market capitalization (DEALRATIO) are included in expectation that investors will rather react in an unfavourable manner to transactions involving larger targets due to increased post-merger operational and financial risk (Scanlon et al. 1989; Fuller et al. 2002 ). Target's public status (PUBLIC) is included based on prior evidence that acquisition of public targets is associated with negative bidder's announcement return because of the higher share liquidity and hence, increased bid premium offered for public targets (Fuller et al. 2002; Conn et al. 2005) . The model contains a variable to control for the method of payment (CASH) because of prior outcome indicating on bidders' underperformance for stock-based considerations and reversed tendency for cash considerations which is attributable to the investors' general perception of stock-to-stock merger to be motivated by overvaluation of the bidder's share (Travlos 1987; Chang 1998 ). Target's origin (FOREIGN) is included based on the observations that cross-border acquisitions underperform domestic transactions due to higher informational opaqueness and operational riskiness of such international expansion (Conn et al. 2005; Moeller and Schlingemann 2005) . Industry relatedness of bidder and target (INDR) serves to control for the notion that diversifying acquisitions are associated with lower return to the bidder's shareholders (Scanlon et al. 1989 ). Furthermore, a measure for the firm size (LNMKTCAP) is included because Moeller et al. (2004) find that larger bidder companies experience smaller announcement return irrespective of the form of financing and private status of the target. At last, the inverse Mills-ratio (INVMILLS) is employed to correct the self-selection bias associated with the determinants of management's decision for merger-related conference calls. Therefore, the inverse Mills-ratio is computed according to Heckman (1979) based on the probit-regression in Table 3 . Excluded are yearly, country or industry fixed effects following the argumentation of Kimbrough and Louis (2011) that these factors rather act as determinants of the management's decision to conduct conference calls but do not directly affect the announcement returns. Table 5 contains the outcome of the multivariate regression of the CAR on the event date and for the periods from the event date up to +1 and +2 days relative to the event date. Most importantly, conference calls account for a strongly significant positive abnormal return across all event windows indicating that conference calls transmit material information and prompt investors to trade on the released information. Bidders providing conference calls concurrent with merger announcement yield up to 1.7% higher abnormal returns than other firms relying on press releases only. Compared to Kimbrough and Louis (2011) who detect 6.5% additional abnormal return over a three-day period for merger-related conference calls in the US, the investor response in the European market appears somewhat muted. A possible explanation may be that disclosure generally induces larger stock market responses in the US market attributable to the enhanced liquidity in the US market compared to the European market (Frost and Pownall 1994) . Alternatively, the large stock market response may be also credited to the investors' confidence in firms listed on the US stock market and thereby complying with higher disclosure requirements (Frost and Pownall 1994; Roosenboom and van Dijk 2009) . However, as a direct comparison of the magnitude of abnormal stock performance between the results of Kimbrough and Louis (2011) and the present results lacks reliability due to differences in the estimation model and sampling period, the main inference to be drawn here is that conference calls accompanying European merger announcement demonstrate a significant positive market response comparable to prior research. Heckman (1979) based on the probit estimation of Equation (1). See Table 2 for the definition of other variables.
The coefficients and the signs of other determinants are largely consistent with expectations. The evidences are in support of a negative relation between bidder return and transaction value, public targets and size of the bidder firm. Additionally, cash offer and non-diversifying acquisitions with higher industry relatedness tend to exhibit favourable investor response, although not significantly different from zero for all event windows.
One major exception is the behaviour of stock response to foreign targets. While the prevalent notion in current M&A literature is that foreign targets prompt a negative abnormal return due to the naturally higher information asymmetry inherent in cross-border acquisitions, the present results indicate on a significantly higher abnormal return. However, the findings are insofar not surprising as several other studies confirm positive bidder return for acquisition of foreign targets attributable to potential synergies arising from the expansion of the bidding firm's multinational network (Doukas and Travlos 1988; Morck and Yeung 1991) .
Another notable result in relation to the control variables is that the inverse Mills-ratio does not exhibit any significant influence implying that the results are unlikely to be driven by self-selection bias. Overall, the behaviour of the control variables is in line with prior literature and lends validity to the present model. Table 6 provides the results of the multivariate regression for country-subsamples over a three-day event window beginning on to the event day. Most strikingly, abnormal returns induced by conference calls are significant positive only in the UK and France whereas such abnormal stock performance is not evident in all other countries. In the context of the prior probit estimation, the results are even more puzzling since Germany and Switzerland do not earn any significantly positive excess return credited to conference calls although these countries seem to have a higher commitment in providing conference calls. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. p-values are two-tailed. CAR = Cumulated abnormal return over a three-day period spanning the event date to day +2; LNAMKTCAP = Log of the acquirer's market capitalization four weeks prior to the transaction announcement; INVMILLS = Inverse Mills-ratio according to Heckman (1979) based on the probit estimation of Equation (1). See Table 2 for the definition of other variables.
Country-Level Analysis
However, there exist diverse possible sources of varying investor responses between the countries. The simplest interpretation following the assumptions of Kimbrough and Louis (2011) and Frankel et al. (1999) would be that merger-related conference calls in the UK and France tend to transmit a higher informational content than the respective press release, inducing investors and analyst to trade on the newly released information. Conversely, firms in Germany and Switzerland may rather recapitulate public information, thus participating investors and analyst do not obtain superior information to gain excess returns. However, this hypothesis needs further supporting evidence which we unfortunately are unable to provide given our data restrictions. Following the observations by Skinner (1994) and Hutton et al. (2003) that stock return is majorly dependent on whether the disclosure contains bad or good news, another possible implication is that conference calls in the UK and France rather involve beneficial news whereas firms in Germany and Switzerland disclose a mix of good and bad news.
Alternative interpretations are offered by the international disclosure literature in view of the institutional, regulatory and cultural environment. Beginning with the differentiation of common-law and code-law countries, common-law countries-typically represented by the UK or the US-are characterized by higher investor protection, rigorous enforcement of these corporate laws, more liquid stock market, dispersed ownership structure, and higher requirement of disclosure (La Porta et al. 1998; Ball et al. 2000; Bailey et al. 2006; Conover et al. 2008) . Consequently, the larger stock market response in the UK may be attributed to the higher liquidity of its stock market and investors' overall confidence in firms complying with higher standard of disclosure and exercising shareholder-oriented disclosure practices in routine.
However, a mere classification of countries in common-law and code-law countries requires further elaboration regarding the strongly significant positive market response in France compared to other code-law countries. France code-law countries are typically characterized by poorer legal protection, low public enforcement and block building of large shareholders according to La Porta et al. (1998) . French companies evidently exercise less timely disclosure and provide a lower amount of strategic information (Santema et al. 2005; Conover et al. 2008) . Furthermore, France displays a higher level of uncertainty according to Hofstede (2001, p. 500) , which should further information asymmetry following the argument of Gray (1988) that societies with highly uncertainty avoiding cultures tend to be more secretive. Under the assumption that the intrinsic information asymmetry is particularly high in France as neither the legal system nor the ownership structure require higher level of public disclosure and cultural sentiment even fosters non-disclosure, the French market response is anything but unexpected in the light of investors' enthusiasm towards additional information in an environment of high information asymmetry. Under the assumption that French investors generally tend to higher uncertainty avoidance according to Hofstede (2001, p. 500 ) than any other country in this study, favourable response may be even larger. The response is then to be regarded as a "reward for conducting conference calls" following Kimbrough and Louis (2011, p. 649) . Conversely, the greater tolerance for ambiguity displayed by German and Swiss investors may contribute to a lower degree of enthusiasm and hence lead to an insignificant reaction as observed in the utilized sample. However, as an alternative explanation for our findings it is important to recognize that the relation between acquirer size and target size is significant only in France indicating size dependent information asymmetry divergences.
In conclusion, stock returns associated with conference calls appear to be highly influenced by the country-specific investor reaction to disclosure as strong divergences of stock returns can be observed between countries. The present study suggests various approaches to explain this phenomenon by adopting different strands of economic theories about information asymmetry, voluntary disclosure and international disclosure patterns. The validation of these approaches remains a task for future research.
Industry-Level Analysis
At last, Table 7 presents the results of multivariate regression for the industry subsamples. Similar to the country-by-country analysis, the industry subsamples also show a varying degree of investor response to merger-related conference calls, although the significance is not as high as observed in the country-samples. Most strikingly, significant abnormal returns are present only in industries with a high R&D-intensity: High technology, industrials, and materials. These industries are typically characterized by an inherently higher information asymmetry most saliently due to the uniqueness of their business and intangibility of their R&D activities (Aboody and Lev 2000) . Hence, the results are consistent with expectations that investors reward firms for their commitment in voluntary disclosure, in particular when the information asymmetry is high (Botosan 1997; Leone et al. 2007 ). Alternatively, these companies usually have higher growth potentials compared to traditional industries and thus, increased synergy potentials, which may also contribute to higher abnormal returns upon the synergy disclosure consistent with Fraunhoffer and Schiereck (2012) . * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01. p-values are two-tailed. CAR = Cumulated abnormal return over a three-day period spanning the event date to day +2; LNAMKTCAP = Log of the acquirer's market capitalization four weeks prior to the transaction announcement; INVMILLS = Inverse Mills-ratio according to Heckman (1979) based on the probit estimation of Equation (1). See Table 2 for the definition of other variables.
The argument of R&D-intensive firms, however, does not hold for the healthcare industry in view of the under-reaction despite the presumably high R&D intensity. A possible explanation may be that healthcare companies are perceived to exercise a forthcoming disclosure policy as suggested by Botosan (1997) and evidenced in the prior probit model of present study. Their policy may have an attenuating influence on the perceived information asymmetry, thereby mitigating an urgent demand for disclosure and lowering the reward for disclosure. 2
Conclusions
The present study investigates bidders' conference call practices and investors' response around M&A announcements. This period is typically characterized by an inherently higher information asymmetry and increased demand of investor for information due to the operational and financial risk associated with such substantial strategic transition. The geographical focus is set on five Western European countries, i.e., the UK, France, Germany, Switzerland and Spain. The analysis is performed both from cross-national and country-specific perspectives to offer a comprehensive understanding of institutional, legal and cultural circumstances as potential sources of varying 2 In an untabulated analysis, the abnormal returns have been estimated in a market model utilizing domestic major indices, FTSE100, CAC40, DAX30, SMI20 and IBEX35 for the UK, France, Germany, Swiss and Spain, respectively. Both univariate and multivariate tests are thereupon performed on the alternative estimates of the abnormal returns. The inferences of the analysis based on S&P Europe 350 basically remain unchanged. disclosure practices and investor response across countries. Investor reaction has been further examined for industry differences.
Overall, bidders are more likely to conduct conference calls with increasing transaction value, for transaction with public targets and non-diversifying transactions. Further, the decision for voluntary disclosure is positively influenced by higher bidder size and bidder's industry membership to the healthcare industry, but appears to be discouraged in times of economic crises. Additionally, German and Swiss firms are more likely to hold conference calls. The country-by-country analysis presents a slightly varying weight of disclosure factors partly attributable to the country-specific disclosure environment. However, the role of transaction value and bidder's size as key determinant remains valid across all countries.
After controlling the self-selection bias and other determinants of stock returns around M&A announcements, there is support that firms with merger-related conference calls yield a higher abnormal return than firms merely publishing a press release. Favourable investor reaction is, however, only present in the UK and French subsamples and in the subsamples of industries with high R&D-intensity, with national divergence being more pronounced than industry differences.
The results open an avenue for future research. As many recent studies of conference calls, e.g., have found that the tone of the call is informative, this could be an additional explanatory factor of capital market reactions. The inclusion of tonality could go in line with an extension of the sample period to include more recent transactions and to increase the sample size.
